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Finishing your stroke properly makes you a better, more efficient swimmer

http://www.active.com/story.cfm?story_id=7603&sidebar=14&category=swimming

By Alex Kostich
Active.com  
	

	Al Bello/Allsport
With a proper finishing stroke, your hand will exit the water below your suit line 


One of the first segments of a swimmer’s stroke to fall apart when fatigue sets in is the “finish,” the last bit of underwater pulling that takes place during the arm’s submerged cycle. 

Powered by the triceps muscles of the upper arm, the finish of your stroke is essential in maintaining ideal efficiency in the water. Even world-class swimmers tire during their events and end up shortening their strokes on the back end, resulting in a rapid, choppy turnover that is less efficient and which ultimately requires more energy. 

As the triceps fatigue and cramp up, the arm bends at the elbow during the final part of the stroke, and the hand is pulled out of the water prematurely (by the hip area) before a full stroke is completed. A correct “finish” means that your elbow straightens while your forearm is still submerged at your side, with your hand leaving the water by your upper thigh (rather than your hip). This requires triceps conditioning and initially, concentration during the stroke cycle. 

There are a few ways you can strengthen the muscles required to execute a proper finish, the most obvious being in the weight room. 

Weights: tricep extensions 

Take a 10- or 15-pound dumbbell and position yourself in front of a mirror. Bending at the waist, look straight ahead and hold the weight at your side with your elbow bent 90 degrees. Then, slowly straighten your arm until it is extended behind you. You have just completed a “stroke finish.” 

Do 10 reps this way, taking care to slowly bring the weight back to the starting position (with your elbow bent at a right angle) before resuming the next rep. Switch arms with the weight and repeat. 

This is a great exercise to do periodically to strengthen your triceps. If you do it consistently and correctly, you will notice a marked difference during your freestyle underwater pull. 

Dry-land exercise 

In addition to weights, you may want to consider using bands to condition your triceps. Instead of using weights, you can bend at the waist and pull on a pair of surgical tubing bands, repeating the motion as outlined above for a set of five times one minute. Keep your elbows close to your body and repeat the motion carefully and controlled, taking care to straighten your elbows completely with each extension. 

Sculling 

Another way to strengthen your arms to perfect your finish is to do a drill in the pool called sculling. Lying on your back with your feet facing the opposite end of the pool, push off the wall with your arms (instead of swimming head-first, you will be floating feet first to the far end). 

With your arms above your head, wave your hands in a figure-eight motion, concentrating on pushing water above your head and away from you, propelling yourself across the pool. It is slow going, but you will feel the burn in your forearms and triceps if you do the drill correctly. This is also a great way to develop, or maintain, a “feel” for the water. As a result, you will gain a sense of comfort and efficiency during your pull that only seasoned swimmers have after years of training. 

Once you have taken the time to master these simple exercises, there are other ways you can keep yourself in check during your workouts, as the shortening of the stroke is the first, most obvious element to fall apart during vigorous swimming. 

Concentration 

During your workouts, always be aware of where your hand is exiting the water during your underwater pull. Is it coming out by your hips, or by your bathing suit? Either way, you are swimming with a short, less efficient stroke. Force yourself to extend your elbow so that your hand exits the water by your upper thigh (below your suit line). To make sure you are extending all the way, graze your thumb by your thigh as you recover. 

Pulling 

A method I have depended on for years to ensure a proper stroke finish is to use paddles with only the finger-straps intact. I remove the wrist-bands and affix the paddles to my palms using just the middle-finger band. As such, if I shorten my stroke the paddles will either come flying off or they will pull my finger in an unnatural way, forcing me to continue on with my stroke until the very end. This method of pulling forces me to be disciplined, and trains me to develop a "finish” to my stroke automatically. 

During competition, always concentrate on your underwater pull and make sure you are maximizing the water you are pulling by stretching out your stroke on the front end and extending it at the back end. In time, a correct “finish” will be second nature and you will be at a distinct advantage to your less disciplined and short-stroked competitors. 

Fitness Makeover 7: A checklist for proper swim form
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	L.A. news anchor David Ono 


It was only a matter of time. Bound to happen. Inevitable. 

Fitness Makeover has finally gone "Hollywood"! July’s makeover candidate is special in that he’s our first celebrity guest. David Ono, major news anchor for Los Angeles’ award-winning Channel 7 KABC news, offered himself up to be under the microscope in hopes of improving his swimming skills. 

An avid cyclist and dedicated runner, David is preparing for a one-mile ocean swim and a celebrity-fund-raiser triathlon later this summer. He has what seems to be a commonly recurring problem with our readers: He can’t swim nearly as well as he can move on land, and needs help fast. 

Given that his one-mile ocean swim is in mid-July, I had my work cut out for me. How could I help David become a better swimmer in such a short time? While three weeks is too short a time to see marked improvements in overall conditioning, it is plenty of time to make immediate changes to one’s stroke to improve efficiency in the water. 

So while David may need to dedicate himself to swimming more for the remainder of the summer (in time for his September triathlon), he can immediately prepare for his upcoming ocean swim by making a few key changes to his technique. 

I met with David at the world-famous watering hole known as the Rosebowl Aquatic Center in Pasadena (celebrities are always spotted at local "watering holes," although in David’s case the term is to be taken more literally; the Rosebowl Aquatic Center is an Olympic-sized swimming facility, not a trendy restaurant). 

Analyzing his freestyle stroke over the course of a few laps, I determined that David had a few common technique problems that needed to be corrected. Below is a checklist of areas for improvement that David needs to make; it is a great list for anyone, as the problems he has are common weaknesses that even the world’s best swimmers tend to make once they get tired. 

Shoulder rotation
David has a smooth, rhythmic turnover, but he is not maximizing his potential underwater pull because his shoulders stay very flat in the water during his stroke. An important part of swimming freestyle efficiently is to incorporate a shoulder roll with each stroke: As your hand enters the water in front of your head, rotate/stretch your shoulder forwards, extending your reach an additional 6 inches in front of you. This serves to lengthen your stroke and maximize the water you pull, so that you propel yourself forward more efficiently. 

Leading with your forearm
A common problem amongst swimmers is that in the underwater part of their stroke, they lead with their elbows instead of their forearm. In doing so, they miss out on maximum propulsion underwater. Leading with the elbow is easier and puts less strain on the shoulders, but it’s inefficient and incorrect. Always concentrate on starting your underwater pull with your wrist and forearm, followed by the elbow and upper arm. Picture yourself lying over a row of barrels and pulling yourself over them, one with each stroke. As you reach over each imaginary barrel, you pull yourself forwards with your forearm first, and as you make your way over the barrel you utilize your upper arm later in the stroke. 

Finishing your stroke
At the very end of the stroke, before you bring your arm out of the water for the "recovery," remember to finish your stroke by extending your tricep all the way so that your arm is almost fully extended behind you as you bring it out of the water. If done correctly, your thumb should be down by your upper thigh (not your hip or love-handle area, if you have one!) as you bring your hand up to resume your stroke. Most swimmers, as they get tired, tend to shorten their stroke in the back, taking more inefficient strokes per lap and tiring themselves out before their time. It takes a lot of discipline to remember to always finish your stroke, even when your triceps are burning, but it will help in the long run. 

Head position
David tends to drop his head low in the water, looking straight down and tucking his chin into his chest. This serves to put the brakes on his stroke, because he is breaking the water with the top of his head (the part with the most surface area). Instead, he needs to focus on keeping his head upturned slightly, breaking the surface with his crown (the upper part of his forehead where a baseball hat’s brim might rest). This way, he breaks the water with the least amount of surface area, allowing him to torpedo through the water more efficiently (think of a boat vs. a barge; the boat has a pointed bow for speed, while a barge has a flat front, and moves slowly). 

Breathing
Always try to breathe on both sides, the right and left. This serves two purposes: It allows you to keep your stroke balanced and directly ties in with the shoulder rotation movement, while also providing you with an opportunity to see competitors on either side of you. Non-bilateral breathers tend to swim crooked (veering off in the direction that they are breathing) while being at a competitive disadvantage because they cannot see opponents on their non-breathing side. Bilateral breathing also serves to keep your spine and neck flexible and cramp-free. 

I promised David that he would notice improvements in his efficiency within a few weeks; just in time for his ocean swim. His biggest obstacle aside from these stroke alterations seemed to be his self-confidence. Having never done an ocean swim before, he was nervous about finishing dead last, and about what surprises the ocean had in store. While I could not guarantee his place-finish, I reassured him that the best way he could gain confidence would be to do a few practice swims with a partner in open water. 

Rip currents were a concern, but I reminded him that race officials were a responsible bunch who would not plan a race in dangerous spots, and any race will have plenty of guards in boats and on surfboards for assistance. 

Also, I pointed out that by training in a pool he was actually going to have an easier time in the ocean; not only will he be in saltwater (making him more buoyant), but he will have a buoyant wetsuit as well. Swimming with a wetsuit in saltwater is a lot easier than swimming without one in a pool. The added buoyancy will give David a higher body position while making him "lighter" in the water, and he will swim faster while not fatiguing as easily. 

Given that the events David will be competing in are for a worthy cause (and will probably be featured in the news as part of his station’s promotional efforts), I feel a lot of pressure to deliver results for this newsworthy guy. As hardworking as he is in front of the camera, David also commits to at least 15 hours a week for his training. With a little more swimming and attention to technique, he will see his endurance and comfort in the water improve in no time. 

Lastly, it’s clear that David is one of the few celebrities I’ve met who isn’t afraid to get his hair wet … and in this town, that’s saying a lot!

Fitness makeover 6: Adding bike, run skills to swim experience
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	Robert LaBerge/Allsport
While a Lifecycle will do if you're on a tight schedule, the 'real thing' is the only way to learn bike-handling and road skills 


After last month’s Fitness Makeover column, many of you wrote asking about open-water strategies and training routines in anticipation of the upcoming outdoor swim season. 

A few of you were interested in basic training regimens, while others inquired about stroke improvement drills and interval training techniques. All this was fodder for a slew of ideas I wrote down for future stories, and throughout the summer I will answer your questions in articles between the monthly makeover columns that will focus on open-water technique, tips and advice (so keep reading!). 

June’s Fitness Makeover subject is Sandra Phillips from British Columbia, Canada. This single mother (who juggles a full-time job as a marketing manager for a financial institution) is eager to complete an Olympic-distance triathlon sometime in the next year “for the sense of accomplishment, not so much for the overall time.” 

However, she readily admits that “the prospect of finishing last doesn’t seem all that appealing.” A swimmer “when she was younger” (not that she is old by any standards at 31), Sandra is mostly intimidated by the prospect of completing 40K on a bike, and also by venturing outside the comforts of her local 25-meter pool to brave the open waters. 

Sandra is a good subject because, with her limited training time and desire to compete in triathlon, she speaks for hundreds of Active.com users who relish the sport but find career and family obligations difficult to manage. Because she is a full-time mother and a full-time employee who does not have the luxury to go cycling several times a week, Sandra needs to find less-traditional but still-effective ways to stay in shape and be competitive in her three sports. I hope that any reader can benefit from Sandra’s makeover by seeing examples of how best to utilize their training time in unorthodox ways. 

Sandra’s fear of completing 40K on a bike is unfounded. Granted, cycling may be a new sport for her, but her background in swimming and the occasional 10K run puts her way ahead of the game. If she knows how to ride a bike, she will undoubtedly find that finishing 40K is a lot easier “done” than said! 

However, it is important that she conditions her legs for the challenges of a cycling tri-leg, and there are only two ways to do that. 

First, most obviously, is to get on a road bike and hit the road. With a 5-year old son, this may be asking too much, but if Sandra is serious about competing, then she really needs to make time to ride at least once a week (ideally a Saturday or Sunday morning when the roads aren’t full of commuters). Experience is important not just for her conditioning but also for safety: Triathlons can be scary for first-timers as the more experienced cyclists whiz by only inches away. Novices who lack confidence can panic in otherwise common cycling conditions and end up crashing. Confidence gained through riding experience is the most important component to cycling successfully (and without injury). 

In addition to being the most dangerous leg, cycling is also the longest leg of a triathlon (making time on the bike an essential part of a well-rounded training regimen). 

Given Sandra’s commitments to her son and her job, cycling more than once a week may be impossible. As such, I recommend spinning at her local gym in an organized (but challenging) class of an hour or more. If such classes aren’t available, she can try something I have been doing a few times a week for nearly 10 years: spinning on a Lifecycle. 

The benefits of this exercise have been really helpful in conditioning my cardiovascular abilities and in strengthening my cycling legs. I only have time for a long “real” ride once a week (on the weekend), so during the week I try and spin on a stationary bike at least twice for an hour each session. Making up sets in five-minute increments, I start with a warm-up and increase the resistance until my heart rate climbs to 150 (after about 20 minutes of increasing difficulty), at which point I maintain that level and heart rate for 10 minutes. 

Halfway done, I either repeat the 30-minute “climb” or I pedal five minutes hard, five minutes easy for the remainder of the hour. In many ways these workouts are more challenging than road cycling because there is no cooling wind or downhill rest. I also rely on a Walkman with motivating music for a better workout (remember that using a Walkman while on the road is extremely dangerous, and illegal in many states). During warm-up and cool-down, I usually catch up on a magazine (the biggest hurdle most people face when dealing with indoor cardiovascular training is boredom). 

While this approach is undeniably secondary to practicing the “real” thing, I have successfully completed several triathlons of Olympic and half-Ironman distance (with my cycling speed on the flats ranging from 21-24 mph). Not record-breaking speeds, to be sure, but adequate enough for my goals and abilities given my limited weekly cycling time. 

Sandra also needs to learn about transitioning: going rapidly from one triathlon sport to another (from swimming to cycling, and from cycling to running). Swimming to cycling is mostly about quick-changing into a pair of cycling shoes and helmet (most competitors leave the wet swimsuit on, allowing it to dry during the cycling leg). 

More challenging is the cycling-to-running transition, which causes rubber-legs for a good half-mile or more. Novice triathletes are wise to practice this transition, leaping into a pair of running shoes immediately after a bike ride (or a spin session in the gym) and flexing their running muscles for at least a half-mile. By getting accustomed to this odd yet short-lived transitionary feeling, they will avoid tripping or wobbling unsteadily during their first race. 

Sandra’s background as a swimmer may be advantageous as far as her capabilities go (she can complete 1,500 meters in 26 minutes, which is not too shabby), but she should prepare herself for the challenges of outdoor swimming well in advance of her first race. Wisely, she has decided to test the waters this month by entering a triathlon as a relay with her two younger sisters. This is a great idea; not only can she compete amongst other athletes and get a feel for what it’s like to race in open water in a crowd, but the experience with her sisters will provide for an enjoyable (rather than intimidating) first time. 

Attending your first (or even second or third) race can be humbling, as seemingly more experienced athletes greet one another over expensive-looking bikes and act like they know what they’re doing (rest assured, in many cases they don’t). Setting goals like Sandra’s with the support and participation of family members and friends is a terrific way to gain confidence and experience, both necessary tools for personal athletic success. 

Sandra asks, “How do I keep on course when I’m so used to following the black line at the bottom of the pool?” Sighting is the answer, and I will go into this technique in more depth later this month. In the meantime, Sandra need not change her stroke radically to swim in open water; she should look forward, or “sight,” every few strokes while following other swimmers or race-course buoys to stay on track. 

She should also take the race opportunity with her sisters to find her comfort zone at the start of the swim. Is she comfortable starting at the front of the pack, knowing there’s a mad rush at the starting gun, or would she prefer to start her swim at the edge of the “pack” and work her way in once the field spreads out after the start? Does she prefer drafting off a slightly faster swimmer, or would she rather chart her own course and swim her own speed? The answers to these questions will come with experience ... and in future open-water articles later this summer. 

In the meantime, Sandra’s goal should be to get in the best cycling shape of her life while not neglecting her son or her job. The most convenient and manageable way to do this is on a stationary bike a few times a week, combined with a weekly “real” ride of increasing lengths until she can comfortably master 40K (and transition to a brief run). 

Below, a sample hourlong spinning workout (set on the “Manual” control of a Lifecycle stationary bike): 

5 minutes warm up / Level 3
10 minutes / Level 5,6
5 minutes / Level 7
10 minutes / Level 8 

5 minutes cool down / Level 4
10 minutes Level 5, Level 8 (alternate by minutes)
5 minutes / Level 7
5 minutes / Level 8
5 minutes Cool Down / Level 3

Fitness Makeover 1: Expert offers advice for achieving those swimming goals
http://www.active.com/story.cfm?story_id=6010&sidebar=14&category=swimming
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	Mark Thompson/Allsport
Endurance and speedwork are essential to maintaining fitness and speed during the season 


Starting this year, I am beginning a monthly column called "Fitness Makeover" on a monthly basis. Modeled after the L.A. Times? popular Financial Makeover column, this feature will focus on swimmers of varying skill levels and offer advice on how they can better train for, and thus achieve, their personal athletic goals. 

Subjects will be selected based on issues they have in common with other Active.com users, so that the profiles have something everyone can relate to. 

Feel free to submit your profile for possible ?makeovers? in future columns. 

So without further ado, let me introduce our first willing victim, Jenny Cook! 

Jenny is 42 and lives in West Los Angeles and is a travel agent. She trains with a masters team and has only been swimming open water for three years, and writes that she intends to compete in five open-water swims this summer ranging from two to five miles in length. 

?So my challenge,? she writes, ?is to keep my level of fitness up over a long period of time. How do I train so as not to peak too soon and to still be rested? My weak points in open-water racing are the starts and finishes. I face-planted on at least three or four of my finishes last summer. Don't want to do that anymore!? 

Jenny?s current workout schedule is four days a week. One of the workouts is stroke/IM, the remainders are mid-distance and distance freestyle. An average workout is 3,200 meters. 

She does not lift weights, but does a one-hour soft-sand workout on Saturdays. Included in the workout is running, squats, lunges, push-ups, upper-body resistance training with tubes (see band training article), and lots of sprints, and crunches and leg lifts (for abs). 

Jenny?s dilemma is a common one: How do you maintain the proper level of conditioning throughout the season and yet still have enough ?pep? or ?speed? to be competitive during ? and especially at the end of ? an ocean swim? 

Both endurance and speedwork are essential. Jenny is off to a good start in that she is part of a masters program that challenges her with the occasional sprint or pace set. However, she would like to maintain sub-1:20?s per 100 meters and she is currently at 1:22. What she should do is adopt a swimmer?s weight-training regimen twice a week (see archived article on swim weight training). The strength she will gain from these sessions will help her overall speed in the masters sprint workouts, as well as increase her overall endurance. 

The week prior to her races, she should lay off the weights and concentrate on tapering with explosive sprint sets and the occasional pace set. 4x25-meter sprints with one-minute rests are a great post-workout speed-builder, and 3x100?s on 1:30 interval holding sub-1:20?s would be a good pace set to do in the days leading up to competition. 

If she only has a week or two between races, she should hit the gym once within two days of completing her last race, to maintain her muscle tone and allow for maximum recovery time before the next event. The sprint and pace sets she can do each day, as long as her muscles stay relaxed and aren?t sore. 

Given the demanding race schedule Jenny has planned for herself, endurance workouts can help make the frequent racing less hard on her body. Given that her current regimen is four swim workouts a week at 3,200 meters each, I would suggest adding one workout of hardcore ?distance? training, either ladder sets or swimming-for-distance, where she swims constantly with no breaks for an hour and covers as much distance as she can. 

With the weight training to help her speed, and the endurance training to increase her stamina, Jenny should be able to complete her five ocean races without ?face-planting? at the finish. Personally I think face-planting is as dramatic and photo-friendly as sliding into home plate, but if she wants to be more graceful, than that it?s her call. 

Regardless, Jenny has a lot going for her already and with a few minor adjustments to her weekly routine she should accomplish her goals with no trouble at all.

Fitness makeover 5: Training for a 1,500-meter triathlon swim

http://www.active.com/story.cfm?story_id=6774&sidebar=14&category=swimming

By Alex Kostich
Active.com  
	[image: image4.jpg]




	Active.com
Swimming in a 50-meter pool and ultimately, in open water, will build your endurance and feel for a 1,500-meter swim leg 


Our May Fitness Makeover is a two-in-one bonus in that we have a training duo from Winnipeg, Canada. Russel Baron and Trevor Winzoski are new to the sport of swimming and are hoping to improve their endurance in a 50-meter pool in preparation for a triathlon this July that will require them to complete 1,500 meters in open water. 

Both 33 years old, Trevor and Russel have supportive wives who allow them time to pursue their athletic interests away from their respective families. However, with only about six to nine hours of training time a week, they really need to maximize the yardage quantity of their workouts in order to see endurance improvements in the future. 

Having already hired a personal coach to guide them in developing stroke technique and short drill sets, Russel and Trevor need to focus more on longer swims now. 

Russel writes that in a 25-yard pool, neither he nor Trevor have any problem completing 800 to 1,000 meters freestyle with no breaks. However, when they hit the long-course 50-meter pool, it’s a different story. They fatigue easily, and find the prospect of completing 1,500 meters in open water quite daunting. 

My first suggestion for them would be to train in the 50-meter pool as often as possible from now on. The more time they spend there, the easier it will be to traverse each length without getting fatigued. Even world-class athletes, if they train consistently in a 25-meter pool, tire more easily when they switch to a 50-meter facility until they adapt to long course. 

You may not think so, but every flip turn or wall-turn that you do is actually a short break for your body before you resume swimming. This pause allows you a split-second chance to recover (which in the long run can amount to a huge difference in endurance capability). 

Thus, a 25-yard pool, with twice as many turns required as that in a 50-meter pool, is a much easier place to cover long distances. 

In addition, Russel and Trevor need to lengthen the sets (and ultimately the workouts) that they do. Initially training about 1,200 meters per workout, they should now be ready to increase their meters to at least 2000 or so. Additionally, their interval sets should be repeats of 200’s, 300’s, even a few 500’s instead of the previously practiced 50’s and 100’s. 

If their goal is to finish 1,500 meters in the first leg of a triathlon, then their yardage per workout should be at least 25 percent more than that, and their main set should actually be 1,500 meters whenever possible. For instance, a good workout with variations: 

Warm-up
400 freestyle 

Main set
3x500’s @ 15 seconds' rest, descending effort 

OR 

Ladder set (500, 400, 300, 200, 100) @10 seconds' rest between each leg 

OR 

300 @ 10 seconds' rest
200 @ 5 seconds' rest
(repeat three times) 

Swim down 

Russel and Trevor are at a distinct advantage in that they are training partners with equivalent ability. This is a perfect scenario for building endurance! For example, they can challenge themselves with a nonstop 45-minute swim in the 50-meter pool, circle-swimming in the same lane, one behind the other. 

This way, the leader is challenged by giving a “free ride” to the drafting swimmer behind him, until he tires and the drafter moves up front to take the lead (and offer a ride to the previous leader). This way, both swimmers are forced to swim a long distance without any breaks, but they can rest on each other’s heels and tag-team, pushing themselves farther than they would be able to go alone. 

If you find yourself with a training partner who is of different ability, don’t despair. There are still ways you can push one another. For instance, the faster swimmer can share a lane with the slower one, circle swimming. Each time the faster swimmer passes the slower one, she may slow down, allowing the swimmer she is passing to draft on her feet. Not only is she allowing herself the rest, she is challenging the slower swimmer to keep up with her until she is ready to resume her normal speed. While the slower swimmer sets goals to be passed fewer times, the faster swimmer can push herself to lap, or pass, her training partner. 

Time in the water is crucial for our triathletic duo. While they can reserve their cycling for the weekends and perhaps try squeezing in a few runs in the early morning, they should really try and get to the pool five times a week in the months leading up to their race. 

The only way to develop swimming endurance is to swim for increasingly longer periods of time, and preferably in a 50-meter pool. The effects of neglecting one’s running or cycling are far less dramatic than neglecting swimming (most triathletes can “fake” cycling or running, but they fool no one if their swimming is sub-par!) 

Finally, Trevor and Russel need to find time to get to an open body of water for a few practice swims before the day of their event. I hesitate to give them too many ideas in fear of angry letters from their potentially neglected wives, but perhaps a weekend family outing to a lake or ocean is in order, allowing the athletes their time in the water while their spouses and children enjoy the outdoors. 

It is important to get used to swimming in open water if you are a novice, and both Trevor and Russel readily admit they are intimidated by the prospect of competing in such conditions. A few practice swims together in the great outdoors (where they can keep an eye out for one another while drafting close together) will give them plenty of confidence and sufficient experience for a decent first open-water race. 

Training more and training together are the important makeover suggestions these guys need to take into consideration. They may not realize what a resource they have in each other, regardless of their ability. Aside from the mutually advantageous workout suggestions mentioned above, training with a partner provides a steady source of motivation, encouragement and (undeniably) a healthy dose of competitiveness that brings out the best in both of you!

Fitness Makeover 3: Boost your speed by swimming against the clock
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	Matthew Stockman/Allsport
Building swim speed is like adding incrementally faster pieces to a puzzle 


Fitness Makeover mania is sweeping the nation and beyond, for our March candidate is none other than Miss Fernanda Cristina Ferreira Moura, a triathlete who hails from Brazil! 

“Fe,” as she refers to herself for short (making it a lot easier for me to write this column), has a concern that many of you have written in about: How do you get faster in the pool if you’ve been swimming at a plateau that you seemingly can’t break? 

Fe already has a full athletic plate: She cycles four times a week, runs five days a week, and swims four days a week. In addition, thanks to reading January’s Fitness Makeover, she has taken up weights twice a week. She trains on her own and would like advice on how to improve her swimming speed from a 1:40 per 100 meters down to 1:20. 

First off, the twice-weekly weight routine is certain to give Fe the added strength she needs to be a faster swimmer. As I have reiterated before, weights done in moderation as a supplement to your normal swimming, running, and biking routines are a great way to maintain muscle mass (which is easy to lose if you’re a dedicated cardio-freak). Weights also build the strength necessary for explosive sprinting at the end of a race. 

I will not suggest altering Fe’s 4:5:4 (cycle:run:swim) weekly workout regimen. If she has the time and dedication to do 13 workouts a week, more power to her! Fe is lucky in that she clearly has endurance on her side; a key component to having speed is first having enough stamina to be able to sprint at any given time during a long race. 

Now, how do we get her to drop from a 1:40 to a 1:20 pace per 100 meters? Barring the obvious first-look solutions that I cannot do on-line (such as consulting a coach or fellow athlete to analyze her stroke mechanics, attending a swim camp in her area to make sure her stroke is efficient, or buying a book on proper stroke technique), Fe can add sprint sets to her swimming sessions as a way of lowering her overall 100 time. 

Like many of us, Fe is a dedicated and motivated athlete who trains on her own. While this is commendable, it can also be difficult to make improvements without the motivation of a coach or other swimmers to push her along. 

Because she does not have the resources to race other swimmers during her practice time, Fe needs to push herself with a different kind of friend: the pace clock. (Here's a story with a quick lesson on pace-clock reading.) 

Here is a set she can try, with the clock as her challenger: 

Five times through:
100 meters at 1:45
50 meters sprint at 45 seconds
50 meters easy 

This is a set that focuses on speed work while not sacrificing an opportunity to incorporate endurance. The 100’s at 1:45 allow Fe to cover some serious yardage while maintaining her usual 1:40 pace per 100 meters, but then she is required to sprint a 50-meter and hopefully push herself to 45 seconds. 

Since she has no one to race against or a coach to push her, Fe relies on the clock as her competitor: She needs to beat the intervals I have set and really go for those sprints. 

By making 50 meters on 45 seconds, she is halfway to a 100 meters at 1:30. This is already 10 seconds faster than her normal 100-meter pace of 1:40. As she continues to excel at the above set, she can occasionally try putting two sprint 50’s together to make up a 100-meter at 1:30. 

When this becomes routine, she can modify the above set to doing the 100’s at 1:30 and the 50’s on 40. Eventually this will get her to the 1:20 pace she wants to do for 100 meters. 

Swimming improvements come slowly, and fit together like pieces of a puzzle. Fe should not expect to get from a 1:40 to a 1:20 in three weeks. Perhaps in six months she may only be at a 1:30, but this is still a very significant improvement. Also, in order to do 100 meters at 1:20 she first has to be able to do 50 meters at 40 seconds, and then put two of those together (hence the puzzle analogy). 

So by breaking up the goal in bits and pieces, it becomes less daunting, more realistic, and readily achievable. Another speed set is a simple set of 25-meter sprints. For instance: 

4 x 25 at 2:00 

This is a tiny set, only 100 meters, and with lots of rest. However at the end of a workout, it is a great way to finish up and get your heart rate going while conditioning your body to sprint when you are fatigued. Fe should incorporate this drill into some of her workouts as well. 

Adding up her 4x25 times, she should aim to be at 1:20. In time, she can modify the set to 2x50’s at 3:00 (with the added-up 100 time at 1:20), and after that eventually a 100 sprint at the end of her workouts at or under 1:20. 

Again, dedication and persistence are essential to making such swimming improvements. Fe has her work cut out for her because like many of us, she trains alone and has little encouragement, guidance, or competition. But by using the clock as a fellow competitor, she can push herself while training alone and gage her improvements accordingly.

Open-Water Performance
By Alex Kostich
http://207.22.170.85/story.cfm?story_id=916&departmentID=4

Pool training will only take you so far when you're looking for true results in the open water. If you want to go long, you've gotta swim with the big fish. 

The sharks were unmistakable. Two large shovel-headed creatures, side by side, lying calmly in wait as I swam over them, my hands passing a few inches from their slightly agape mouths. By the time I realized what I saw, it was too late. I had swum over them, and in a flash, they were gone, behind me. And I was only halfway through a 13-mile ocean race. 

Ocean swimming is not for the faint-hearted, but then again, if you're reading this magazine, changes are "faintedheartedness" is not in you vocabulary. As a former triathlete battling a severe running injury, long-distance ocean swimming has been a way for me to stay in shape, improve my cardiovascular conditioning and endurance levels and challenge myself in new and exciting ways. 

Given that most triathletes are like fish out of water when they're in the water, it's doubtful I'll convince the lot of you to take your swimming more seriously, to the point of giving up running and biking for a 40k swim around Long Island in October. But some of you may find yourselves in a situation like I did, where a doctor's order prohibits running, or even where the simple circumstance of burnout takes hold, and you'll do virtually anything for a change of pace - even if it is swimming for insanely long distances. Most importantly, long distance swimming can actually improve your triatletic performances if you dare substitute it for more traditional training habits. 

For starters, preparing for an ocean swim of any length is no walk (or jog, or bike) in the park. Regardless of your swimming proficiency, anything can happen out there in the deep blue sea, and you need to be ready. 

My first ocean swim was one mile long, and having been a world-ranked pool swimmer for over a decade, I figured I had my competitors beat by a long shot. After nearly drowning at the start and struggling to get past the 8-foot wave set that body-slammed me back to shore, I ended up bloodied and humbled…and second to a guy I had never heard of. It was then I realized that no amount of training in a warm, cozy, fresh-water pool would do me much good. So I began entering more ocean races and peppering my weekly workout schedule with trips to the beach. Doing workouts, either long swims or sprints, in rough waters was an exhausting, challenging and exhilarating way to work out, and after 20 years of pool workouts it was a much -needed, invigorating shot in the arm. Where a really good workout used to mean swimming two intense (but dull) hours of laps, my new ocean workouts would leave me spent after 45 minutes. 

If you're planning to complete an ocean swim of three to five miles, it is imperative that you spend time training in the ocean for at least month or two prior to your race. Try swimming in open water at least once a week during the summer months, as more exposure will help your physical stamina and mental confidence. An effective ocean workout can be as simple as swimming at least half the distance of your goal-race at medium pace, a few times a week. While it is difficult to do sprints or sets in the ocean, practicing shore entries and exits on an interval is comparable to a pool set, and can only help your open water experience. Training outdoors with a few buddies also is a really fun (and safer) way to improve your skills and remain competitive. 

Besides altering your training to spend more time in the ocean, another major component to open water success if to mentally prepare yourself for the task at hand. Water temperature can test the mental toughness of the most seasoned athlete, and that goes for warm water as well as cold. Get used to swimming in water cooler than the standard 79- degree pool temperature. Challenge yourself to swim without a wetsuit once in a while; not all races permit them, and you will be at a mental advantage over your more pampered counterparts since you will not be dependent on a wetsuit for flotation or warmth. 

Also, be mentally prepared for the worst. Ever wake up screaming from a nightmare about losing your goggles at the start of a race? Trust me, it will happen sooner or later, so try a workout in the ocean without them. If you know the feeling and expect it to happen, it won't be the end of the world when it does. Afraid of getting slammed by a big wave during entry? Force yourself to practice entries (and exits) during a big set, and dare to get tossed around a bit. The more accustomed you get to being out of control, the less disorienting it will be when you're in a race and a wave not only knocks you down, but takes your goggles along with it. Of course, there's more to open water swimming success than a few weekly rough-water workouts and few metal-toughness exercises. You shouldn't boycott your Masters team or write off pool training as a "Wimps Only" form of exercise. With the four to six long swims I do each year (eight to 12 miles per swim), it's important for me to keep my yardage up, which is why I'll train anywhere from 8,000 to 10,000 meters per workout several times a week. I throw in one long 15,000-meter workout once a week in the months leading up to a race, and that's been enough to keep me conditioned and psychologically prepared for that ninth or tenth mile. 

Although my normal workouts consist of an even balance of interval training and long, easy-distance yardage, preparing for an ocean swim of any length requires more endurance-based training. Avoid short, fast sprint sets in the months leading up to a race and opt instead for longer drills. For example, instead of doing 10 x 100s on :30 at 90 percent effort, swim 2 x 500s with 15 seconds rest at 80 percent effort and make your second one faster than the first. When in doubt, take less rest and cover more yardage. 

Here's a sample workout for someone hoping to complete a three-mile race. You should do this workout - with your own minor variations - in the two months prior to the event, three times a week. 

800 M WARM-UP
Ladder Set (15 second rest between each leg) 
· 1000 at 70% pace 
· 800 at 80% pace 
· 600 at 85% pace 
· 400 at 90% pace 
· 200 at 95% pace 
800 m pull (paddles and buoy) 
200 m at 100% 
200 m warm down 

The above 5,000 m workout is the minimum distance you should be covering to easily complete a three-mile race. In addition, complete a 6,500 m workout at least once a week, for a month prior to your race (for example, try doing the above ladder twice, backward and forward, as an easy way of increasing your distance).

Finally, force yourself to do a long, no-breaks pool workout at least once or twice before your big race. The drill should be as long as the duration of the race and you should be swimming non-stop except to feed or drink every 20 to 30 minutes. During my 15,000 workouts, I pause every 2,500 meters and tread water, drinking, and eating carbo-loading snacks and stretching out on my back to even out my blood flow and maintain good circulation. Flexing your fingers and toes can help as well, as they may go numb from low temperatures or poor circulation (most of your blood is flowing to your swimming muscles). 

In the years that I've been an open-water swimmer, I've managed to keep my body fat percentage a 7 to 9 percent. The myths your hear about swimming not being a good way to lose weight are just myths. It burns calories and no matter how cold the water is, you will not retain "fat" to keep warm or stay afloat; if anything, you will burn more fat to stay warm. I have also maintained a resting heart rate of 50 bpm, comparable to most of my tri-geek pals who think there's no way a swimmer can be "as fit" as a hardcore triathlete. 

Best of all, I've remained injury free and tough enough to withstand any racing conditions that my "tougher" tri sport counterparts brag about… especially when it comes to sharks. 

Alex Kostich is one of the premier ocean swimmers in the world. He has been a member of the U.S. National Team for eight years, was a triple Pan American games gold medallist and is holder of six Masters world records. 
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